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Tigre language 


Tigre (Tigre: THd, tigre or tigre), better known in Eritrea by its 
autonym Tigrayit (THd-f/h), and also known by speakers in Sudan as 
al-Bani amir (Arabic: I), is an Afroasiatic language spoken in 

the Horn of Africa. It belongs to the North Ethiopic subdivision of the 
South Semitic languages and is primarily spoken by the Tigre people 
in Eritrea.^ Along with Tigrinya , it is believed to be the most closely 
related living language to Ge’ez, which is still in use as the liturgical 
language of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church and Eritrean 
Orthodox Tewahedo Church. Tigre has lexical similarity, 71% with 
Ge’ez and 64% with Tigrinya.^ As of 1997, Tigre was spoken by 
approximately 800,000 Tigre people in EritreaThe Tigre mainly 
inhabit western Eritrea, though they also reside in the northern 
highlands of Eritrea and its extension into the adjacent part of Sudan, 
as well as Eritrea's Red Sea coast north of Zula. 

The Tigre people are not to be confused with their neighbors to the 
south, the Tigrayans of Eritrea and Ethiopia, who speak Tigrinya. 
Tigrinya is also derived from the parent Ge'ez tongue, but is quite 
distinct from Tigre despite the similarity in name. 
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Dialects 


Tigre 


Vhd (Tigre) / Vhcf. (Tigre) / 
¥ CT l<T£/t’(Tigrayit)/ (Xasa)M 

Native to 

Eritrea 

Ethnicity 

Tigre 

Native speakers 

250,000-1.05 
million (2014)l 2 ! 

Language family 

Afro-Asiatic 

■ Semitic 

■ South Semitic 

■ Ethiopian 
Semitic 

■ Northern 
Ethiosemitic 

■ Ge'ez? 

■ Tigre 

Writing system 

Tigre alphabet 
(Ge'ez script), 
Arabic script 

Official status 

Recognised minority 

Eritrea 

language in 

Sudan 

Language codes 

ISO 639-2 

tig (https://ww 

w. loc.gov/standa 

rds/iso639-2/ph 

p/langcodes_nam 

e.php?code_ID=44 

8) 

ISO 639-3 

tig 

Glottolog 

tigrl270 (htt 

p://glottolog.or 

g/resource/langu 

oid/id/tigr!270)k 


There are several dialects of Tigre, some of them are; Mansa’ (Mensa), Habab, Barka (Beni-Amir), Semhar, 
Algeden, Senhit (Ad-Tekleis, Ad-Temariam, Bet-Juk, Marya Kayah, Maria Tselam) and Dahalik, which is spoken in 
Dahlak archipelago. Intelligibility between the dialects is above 91% (except Dahalik), where intelligibility between 
Dahalik and the other dialects is between 24% to 51%J 7 ] 


Numeral 





















■ 1. hate rht or hante rfi'lt 

■ 2. kili’e 

■ 3. sel'as AAXfl 

■ 4. arba'e XCH6 

■ 5. hams rh^h 

■ 6. sie's fiXfi or sus (vfi 

■ 7. sebu'i flfk) 

■ 8. seman A (JP} 

■ 9. si'e fib 

■ 10,‘asir ObC 

■ 11,‘asir-hatte ObC-rb+ 

■ 12,‘asir-kil'e OhC-lnAX, 

■ 

■ 20. ‘isra bfld 

■ 20. ‘isra wo hate bbd ® rht 

■ 21. ‘isra wo kili’e bbd ® 

■ 30. selasa bAb 

■ 31. selasa wo hate bAb ® rht 

■ 40. arba'a XCbO 

■ 41. arba'a wo hate XCHO (P rht 

■ 50. hamsa rh'FYi 

■ 51. hamsa wo hate rh'FYi ® rht 

■ 100. mi'et ‘T’XT 

■ 200. kil'e mi'et MX, ^Xt 

■ 300. seles mi'et bAXb ‘PXt 

■ 

■ 1000. alt XAS 

Phonology 


Tigre has preserved the two pharyngeal consonants of Ge'ez. The Ge'ez vowel inventory has almost been preserved 
except that the two vowels which are phonetically close to [e] and [a] seem to have evolved into a pair of phonemes 
which have the same quality (the same articulation) but differ in length; [a] vs. [a:]. The original phonemic 
distinction according to quality survives in Tigrinya. The vowel [e], traditionally named "first order vowel", is most 
commonly transcribed a in Semitic linguistics. 

The phonemes of Tigre are displayed below in both International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) symbols (indicated by the 
IPA brackets) and the symbols common (though not universal) among linguists who work on Ethiopian Semitic 
l anguages . For the long vowel /a: /, the symbol 'a' is used per Raz (1983). Three consonants, /p, p', x/, occur only in 
a small number of loanwords, hence they are written in parentheses. 





As in other Ethiopian Semitic languages, the phonemic status of /9/ is questionable; it may be possible to treat it as 
an epenthetic vowel that is introduced to break up consonant clusters. 


Consonants 



Labial 

Dental 

Palatal 

Velar Pharyngeal Glottal 

Nasal 

m 

n 





Stop 

voiceless 

(P) 

t 

c[tj] 

k 


? 

voiced 

b 

d 

g [d3l 

g 



ejective 

(P’) 

t' 

C'[tJ'] 

k' 



Fricative 

voiceless 

f 

s 

s [J] 

(x) 

h 

h 

voiced 


z 

2 [3] 


V 


ejective 


s' 





Approximant 


1 

y[j] 

w 



Rhotic 


r 






Vowels 



Front 

Central 

Back 

Close 

i 

0 [i] 

u 

Mid 

e 


0 

Open 


a, a [a: ] 



Consonant length 

Consonant length is phonemic in Tigre (that is, a pair of words can be distinct by consonant length alone), although 
there are few such minimal pairs. Some consonants do not occur long; these include the pharyngeal consonants, the 
glottal consonants, /w/, and /j/. In this language, long consonants arise almost solely by gemination as a 
mo rp hological process; there are few, if any, long consonants in word roots. Gemination is especially prominent in 
verb morphology. 

Grammar 


These notes use the spelling adopted by Camperio (1936 - see bibliography) which seems to approximate to Italian 
rules. 

Nouns are of two genders, masculine and feminine. 

■ Indefinite article: masculine uoro XC e.g. uoro ennas XC XIA - a man; feminine hatte At e.g. hatte sit 
At XlVh - a woman. 

■ The definite article, "the", when expressed, is la A e.g. AftA£ ® A®CA - the sun and the moon. 

As we might expect from a Semitic language, specifically feminine forms, where they exist, are often formed of an 
element with t: 

■ masculine: X^H adig - donkey, ass; feminine: X^HUt edghet - she-ass; 

■ masculine: hA-fl kelb - dog; feminine: hAfltkelbet - bitch; 

■ masculine: h.S'ODS, kedmay - serving man; h.S'ODSt kadmaiet - serving-woman; 






■ masculine: OD^D mamba - lord, master; (JD'FYlf,* mambait - lady, mistress. 

In a similar way, sound-changes can also mark the difference between singular and plural: 

■ 'i'Hi negus - king; negus - kings; 

■ OfaQ'bahar - sea; X-flrb-C abhur - seas; 

■ Xr**' esit - woman; ans - women; 

■ ®A* welet - girl; XTA,? awalid - girls; 

■ ODlPC mehor - foal, colt; X'PIK amhur - foals, colts; 

■ Ifl nebi - prophet; Ifl,?* nabiat - prophets; 

■ DIO* bege'at - one sheep; Xfnh abagi - sheep, plural; 

■ XC^ arwe - Snake; Xc^* arewlt - snakes, plural; 

■ i+n hog - foot; rKH hanag - feet; plural 

■ X1C eger - foot; XX3C a’igar feet; plural 

■ XH7 ezen - ear; XXH") esenz - ears; 

■ 00* saat - hour; m**saatat - hours; 

■ X")? anif - nose; X7£** anfotat - noses; 

■ hdai - wedding; \J- £ iS > * hdayat - weddings; 

■ X-fl ab - father; XflOXabew - fathers; 

■ em - mother; X(JD(D* emewat - mothers; 

■ bWl kokob - starjOTh-fl kewakeb - stars; 

■ *1 gane - foreigner; 3 )'! 3 ** ganotat - foreigners; 

■ £X0 rass - head; XCXO ares - heads; 

■ XSCts’efir - paw, hoof; XKSCatsfar - claws, hooves; 

■ h-fl-C kabod - belly; XhfkCacbud - bellies. 

■ Aflh labas- ADO* labasatclothes 

Personal pronouns distinguish "you, masculine" and "you, feminine" in both singular and plural: 

■ XI ana -1, me 

■ X7* enta - you, singular, masculine 

■ X7* enti - you, singular, feminine 

■ *1* hotu - he, him, it (masc.) 

■ *1* hoti - she, her, it (fern.) 

■ rhl henna - we, us 

■ X7*9° ontu - you, plural, masculine 

■ X7* 1 ) ontbn - you, plural, feminine 

■ ‘U*9 D hotom - they, them, masculine 

■ ‘Ut’) hoten - they, them, feminine 

The possessive pronouns appear (a) suffixed to the noun, (b) as separate words: 

■ my - (a) -ie ? example: chitabie h*-fl?- my book; (b) nai ‘T? with masculine nouns; naie with 
feminine nouns; 





■ your (sing. mas. & fem.) - (a) -ca h example: chitabca hT-flh- your book; (b) with masc. naica CfA 1, 
with fem. naichi 

■ his - (a) -u O example chitabu hTfV - his book; (b) with masc. naiu 9?, with fem. naiua SS, 

■ our - (a) -na < T example chitabna h:NK - her book; (b) with masc. naina 'Tf/T, with fem. naina ‘Tf/T; 

■ your (pi. masc. & fem.) - (a) -cum yv9® (a) -cin tt> example chitabcum h;H"ll r >9 D /h;t''nh7- your book; (b) 
with masc. naicum ‘T£»lrv9 D , with fem. naicun S'£»)Fl7; 

■ their - -om 09° example chitabom InthP? 15 - their book; (b) with masc. naium,‘T?'9 D with fem. naion 9?7. 
The verb "to be": 

■ ana halleco (o) tu - M UAh I am; negative: ihalleco XAJAT- I’m not; 

■ enta halleco (o) tu - X7T \JA>h you (sing, masc.) are; neg. ihalleco A,UAln- you're not; 

■ enti hallechi tu - X7t UATi, you (sing, fem.) are; neg. ihalleco XJUAh; 

■ hotu hallatu TIT UA- he is; neg. ihalla XJUA; 

■ hota hallet tu TIT UA,T - she is; neg. iha.Het XJUA.T; 

■ henna hallena tu rh? UA»f - we are; neg. ihallena XJUA/T; 

■ entum hallecum tu N71 >T UA»1th 9 d - you (pi. masc.) are; neg. ihallecum XJUA.lrVP; 

■ entim hallechen tu X7T7 UA>ln7- you (pi. fem.) are; neg. ihallecum XJUA»h7; 

■ hoton hallaa tom \Jt7 UA,?- they (masc.) are; neg. ihallao XJUAtf; 

■ hoton halleia ten TJ+7 UA>J - they (fem.) are; neg. ihallao XJUA>?. 

The verb "to be", past tense: 

■ ...alco OAT- 1 was; negative: ialco X.0A1P-1 wasn't; 

■ ...alca OAh- you (sing, masc.) were; neg. ialca X,0Ah; 

■ ...alchi OAU- you (sing, fem.) were; neg. ialca MDAh,; 

■ ...ala 0A- he was; neg. iala X«0A; 

■ ...alet OAT- she was; neg. iallet X.0AT; 

■ ...alna 0AV- we were; neg. ialna \0M, 

■ ...alcum OAlrT- you (pi. masc.) were; neg. ialcum X.OAll^; 

■ ...alchen 0AfT>- you (pi. fem.) were; neg. ialcum X,0Ah7; 

■ ...alou OA®*- they (masc.) were; neg. ialou ^OAO*; 

■ ...alaia 0A?- they (fem.) were; neg. ialeia X.0AJ. 

The verb "to have": 

■ Uoro chitab bi-e 9*C >0? -1 have a book 

■ Uoro chitab bo-ca 9*C lFlT-fl -Oh- You (sing, masc.) have a book, 

and so on, with the fast word in each case: 

■ ...be-chi -fill, - you (sing, fem.), etc. 

■ ...bu fV - he... 

■ ...ba fl - she... 

■ ...be-na -fl'T-we... 

■ ...be-cum 'fllTH9 D -you (pi. masc.)... 








■ ...be-chin THn')- you (pi.fern.) ... 

■ ...bom P9 15 - they (masc.)... 

■ ...ben fY>- they (fern.)... 

The verb "to have": past tense, using a feminine noun as an example: 

■ Hatte bet alet-ilu rh+ H.T OAT XA - He had a house 

■ Hatte bet alet-ilka At fl»T OAT XAh- You (sing, masc.) you had a house, 

and so on, with the last word in each case: 

■ ...el-ki XAtl, - you (sing, fem.) had a house, 

■ ...alet-ollu OAT XA- he had, etc. 

■ ...el-la OAT XA-she had... 

■ ...ilna OAT XAG we had... 

■ ...elkum OAT XAIVP- you pi. masc.) had ... 

■ ...el-k-n OAT XAfY)- you (pi. fem.) had ... 

■ ...el-om OAT they (masc.) had ... 

■ ...el-len OAT XA>- they (fem.) had ... 

Sample 

■ APT AT ACAt V<t X'fl A/ftZX When they see a lion, they seek it through its tracks. 

■ l/fhfi Lazy's dinner is less 

■ ill? <Tj?T rj T/7A-" t\H9°£U-fl T When speaking is an obligation, silence is golden 

■ ‘P'UC ?Ct (Pt^T KA1JDT: Knowledge is brightness and ignorance darkness. 

Other samples 

- riiA hr wr xT^nx ®ca 09° x^oa 

- AX, AT A X,AT TOES': 

- AHA AXO^O (DAH-Tim AX^Ot 

■ AA,-n (JD OA- 2 !, A.0?: 

- A'Pt A'Pt 9°7 Ch- 11 KdT AXOC= 

- ‘TYia -nc£ xin£ <?C£ 

Writing system 

Since around 1889, the Ge'ez script (Ethiopic script) has been used to write the Tigre language. Tigre speakers 
formerly used Arabic more widely as a lingua franca.® The Bible has been translated into the Tigre language.^ 

Ge'ez script 


Ge'ez script is an abugida , with each character representing a consonant+vowel combination. Ge'ez and its script are 
also called Ethiopic. The script has been modified slightly to write Tigre. 







Tigre Ge’ez Script 



a 

u 

i 

a 

e 

3 

o 

wa wi wa we wa 

h 

u 

l y 

X 

V 


\J 

ir 


1 

A 

A 

A. 

A 

A, 

A 

Ap 


h 

rh 

rfv 

rh. 

* 

rfb 

rh 



m 

OD 

OD- 

°Z 

°7 


9B 

qo 


r 

c 

<• 

6 


d> 

c 

c 


s 

ft 

(V 

a 

A 

ft, 

ft 

ft 


s 

n 

n. 

n 

51 

n, 

n 

ft 


k 

4> 

<& 

$ 

$> 

<fe 

$ 

$ 

*fe ^ ^ 

1 1 1 1 

b 

n 

r> 

a 

n 

n> 

-n 

n 


t 

t 

t 

t 




'f 


c 

T 

>s 

*e 

f 

*6 

* 

¥ 


h 

"I 

% 

X 


\ 



"to *V A 1 > 

n 


V 

X 

<r 

X 

7 

? 


> 

X 

X* 

K 

x 

X> 

X 

X 


k 

In 

1th 

h 

a 

ft. 

In 

In 

y> y>- u >1 it 

w 

CD 

ax 

<E 

<P 

<£ 

a> 

9> 


■ 

0 

0 




6 

/> 


z 

H 

hh 

H. 

H 

Hd 


H 




z 

¥ 


TC 

'H' 

K 

Tr 

K 


y 

? 

* 


y 

% 

& 

? 


d 

£ 


^L, 

* 

£ 

£ 

A 


9 

s 

X 


£ 

X 

K 

s 


9 


> 

T 


T, 


h 

•v > a > 

t 

m 

n> 

rrt 

n 

m. 

T 



c 

CCI, 

GBb 

cel 


m? 




f? 

A 

A. 

A. 

A 

A, 

A- 

A 


? 

ft 

ft. 

A. 

ft 

ft, 

ft* 

ft 


f 

4 

4 

4 

4 

(4 

S 

c 
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T 

T 

T 

T 

I 

T 

r 
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i 

a 

e 

3 

o 

wa wi wa we wa 


See also 


■ Tigre people 

■ Beni-Amer people 


Notes 


1 "Tigre alphabet and pronunciation" (http://www.omniglot.com/writing/tigre.htm) Omniglot. Retrieved 
16 June 2017. 

2. Elias, David (23 May 2014). "1" The Tigre Language of Ginda f , Eritrea (https://books.google.com/boo 
ks?id=JWa7AwAAQBAJ&pg=PAl&lpg=PAl#v=onepage&q&f=false). BRILL, p. 1. 

ISBN 9789004271203 . Retrieved 4 June 2020. 

3. Hammarstrom, Harald; Forkel, Robert; Haspelmath, Martin, eds. (2017). "Tigre" (http://glottolog.org/re 
source/languoid/id/tigrl270). Glottolog 3.0. Jena, Germany: Max Planck Institute for the Science of 
Human History. 

4 ""Tigre language"" (https://www.britannica.com/topic/Tigre-language) Bratannica Encyclopaedia. 

5 https://www.ethnologue.com/language/tig 

6. Eritrean census figure cited by Ethnologue. (http://www.ethnologue.org/show_country.asp?name=ER) 

7. Eritrean census figure cited by Ethnologue. (http://www.ethnologue.org/show_country.asp?name=ER) 





8 "Tigre" (https://www.ethnologue.com/language/tig). Ethnologue. Retrieved 30 October 2017. 

9. Senai W. Andemariam. 2012. The Story of the Translation of the Bible into Togre. Ityopis 2:62-88. 
Web access (http://www.ityopis.org/lssues-2_files/ITYOPIS-2-Senai.pdf) 


External links 


■ Online Tigre Language Tutorial By Omar M. Kekia (http://www.people.vcu.edu/~gasmerom/Eritrean_la 
nguages/tigr e/) 

■ Woldemikael, Tekle M. 2003. Language, Education, and Public Policy in Eritrea. African Studies 
Review, Apr 2003. (http://www.findarticles.eom/p/articles/mi_qa4106/is_200304/ai_n9219176) 

■ Modaina: History and Language of the Tigre-Speaking Peoples (http://www.modaina.com) 
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